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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to review the professional literature to support collaborative learning as one
means of fostering children's literacy through a language arts program extended across the curriculum.
Examples of collaborative learning as a part of instructional development will be generated through a
science unit on the desert as a nurturing force for plants and animals.
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A rich learning environment is one means of implementing
the whole language concept into the instructional program.
Literacy can flourish in an environment in which a variety of
genres are presented and children have opportunities to make
decisions about their learning and to interact with their peers
and teachers concerning their learning experiences.
A rich learning environment can be developed by presenting
whole units of literature and related expressive activities that
nurture collaborative student involvement in the processes of
language across the curriculum.

Collaboration provides students

with the chance to gain knowledge from others as well as
strengthen personal-social abilities.
Statement of the Problem
The purpose of this paper is to review the professional
literature to support collaborative learning as one means of
fostering children's literacy through a language arts program
extended across the curriculum.

Examples of collaborative

learning as a part of instructional development will be generated
through a science unit on the desert as a nurturing force for
plants and animals.
Review of Professional Literature
How collaborative language arts activities integrated into
other areas of the instructional program can nurture children's

2

language abilities will be discussed.

Then, the role of the

teacher in such activity will be presented.
Value of Collaborative Activities
Goodman (1992) points out that the whole language concept
is concerned with producing a holistic curriculum of reading and
writing that uses real books and offers genuine involvement in
the functions of language.

Thus, children's language abilities

are fostered through an integrated school program in which the
literature-based language arts are extended into other curricular
areas.

An integrated curriculum has potential for focusing on

problem solving with children generating their own questions and
answering them collaboratively.
an instrument of thought.

In this case, language becomes

In such a learning environment,

students can take charge of what they read and write about.
A major downfall of many social studies and science
programs is that they permit students as well as teachers to be
passive participants rather than involved learners.

Students are

required to read an adopted text and fill in blanks rather than
being immersed in quality literature representative of a variety
of genres.

As Calkins (1986) maintains textbooks and workbooks

generate low input from both teacher and students.
The whole language concept views learners as being
profoundly social.

Children's language abilities are extended

through interaction with others.

Collaborative activities can
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provide children opportunities to present their ideas and receive
feedback from others.

The peer group can assist children in

extending the meaning they have created through the language
processes (Altwerger, Edelsky, &Flores, 1987).
Slavin (1983) relates these advantages of collaborative
learning with peers:

greater intrinsic motivation to learn,

extended thinking-language abilities, increased self-esteem, more
positive perceptions about the intent of others, less negative
competition, greater acceptance of differences, less dependence
on the teacher, and higher achievement.

Harste and Short (1988)

state that from these experiences, cooperative social patterns
emerge that are likely to function outside of school.
Teacher's Role in a Collaborative Classroom
Teachers are responsible for establishing a learning
environment in which collaborative language activity can occur.
The classroom atmosphere changes when teachers encourage students
to engage in collaborative activities.

One of the biggest

changes is the shift in the responsibility for learning from the
teacher to the students.

As a result, students can come to

believe that they are truly a part of the learning process and
are members of a community of learners (Routman, 1991).

Smith

(1988) contends that effective teachers are not those who try to
instruct their students in what they believe they ought to know.
But through their demonstration and collaboration, they help
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students engage in activities that nurture their abilities and
sense of fulfillment.
Integrated Science Unit
In the writer's school, a unit on the desert as a nurturing
force is part of the science curriculum for grade four.

The

results of the instructional development process to further
collaborative learning experiences through extending the
literature base will be reported.

Much of the collaborative

activity is presented through learning centers, both sustaining
centers and those specific to the unit.

Sustaining centers

provide a consistent structure for the learning environment
throughout the school year.
unit being taught.

Their content reflects the current

Centers specific to the unit are available

for the duration of that unit.
Sustaining Centers
These centers are maintained in the writer's classroom
throughout the school year:

listening/reading,

author/illustrator, interesting objects, and bookmaking.
Listening and reading center.

This center presents books

and accompanying tapes from the different genres.
major source of content for the unit.

It is the

For the unit on the

desert, nonfiction, fiction, and folklore works were supplied in
the center.

The titles are listed in Appendix A.
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Author/illustrator center.
chosen for this center.

Byrd Baylor was the author

Baylor has written numerous books with

settings in the southwestern desert region of the United States.
The students will have the opportunity to read a biographical
sketch of Baylor so they can better appreciate her love for the
desert and how the desert helped influence her writing.

A list

of books by Byrd Baylor that have a desert setting are given in
Appendix B.
Interesting objects center.

This center holds a variety of

objects that can be found in the desert-sand, desert plants,
(e.g., tumbleweed), petrified wood, and a tank with a live
lizard.

The children can examine these objects.

Bookmaking center.

This center provides a variety of

material that can be used by students to construct books to
record their responses to the unit of study.
Centers Specific to the Unit
These literature-based centers give students a variety of
collaborative experiences in reading, writing, speaking, and
listening.
Desert Lore
Literature Experience
With a partner read a variety of folktales about the
desert found in the Reading and Listening Center.
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Expressive Activity
(I)

With your partner, make hand puppets to retell

one of the folktales.
(2) Share your puppet play with your first grade
reading partner(s).
Desert Poems
Literature Experience
Read these poems.
Desert Tortoise, by Byrd Baylor
Salamander, by Denise Levertov
Oases, by N. B. Bodecker
Hurt No Living Thing, by Christina Rossetti
I'm in Charge of Celebrations, by Byrd Baylor
Expressive Activity
Practice reading poems.

You may want to practice

these poems with a peer or peers for feedback
concerning your interpretation.

Then read the poems

on a tape to take home to share with family members.
Mojave
Literature Experience
Read/listen to the volume of poetry, Mojave, by Diane
Siebert.
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Expressive Activity
(1) Select images from the volume to compose a haiku
or a cinquain poem.
Haiku Form:
Line 1 - 5 syllables
Line 2 - 7 syllables
Line 3 - 5 syllables
Cinquain Form:
Line 1 - 1 word
Line 2 - 2 words
Line 3 - 3 words
Line 4 - 4 words
Line 5 - a summary word or a synonym of the
word on Line 1
(2) You and your peers may wish to compile a book of
these poems.
Singing Desert
Literature Experience
Read/listen to When the Woods Hum, by Joanne Ryder.
Expressive Activity
(1) Write and illustrate a story about life in the
desert and its environment entitled "When the Desert
Sings." You may want to work on this book in your
peer group.
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(2) With a small group of peers, make a tape of
desert sounds.
Night and Day in the Desert
Literature Experience
Read these books Mockingbird Morning and Step into
the Night, by Joanne Ryder.
Expressive Activity
In groups of four, draw a mural about desert life in
the morning and at night.

Use black and white paper

for the night scene to show the contrast with the
day.
Sand
Literature Experience
Read these books about sand.
Sand Dunes, by Jan Gumprecht Bannan
~ ' by Sally Cartwright
Expressive Activity
(1) Working with a partner think of as many uses of
sand as you can.

Draw a picture of your favorite

use.
(2) Predict how much various containers of sand will
weigh.

Graph your results.

Share these results with

your peers during Sharing Time.
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Desert Animals
Literature Experience
Read/listen to these books which are part of the Just
for a Day Serjes, by Joanne Ryder.
Lizard in the Sun
Winter Whale
Catching the Wind
White Bear, Ice Bear
Expressive Activity
(1) Working with a partner, choose a desert animal
you would like to know more about and do some
research.
(2) After completing your research, write a story
about the day in the life of that desert animal
from its point of view as Joanne Ryder has done in
the Just for a Day Series.

These works can be

displayed in the center for others to read.
Terrariums
Literature Experience
Read these books on developing a terrarium.
Wonders of Terrariums, by Sigmund A. Lavine
My First Green Book, by Angela Wilkens
Indoor Garden, by Editors of Creative
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Expressive Activity
(1) In collaboration with your classmates, decide
what desert plants would best thrive in a classroom
terrarium.
(2) Construct terrariums in groups of three.
(3) Make a rotating schedule of who will take care
of your terrarium on a weekly basis.
Desert People
Literature Experience
Read The Desert People, by Ann Nolan Clark.
Expressive Activity
Do a reader's theatre with a small group based on
this book.
Desert Friends
Literature Experience
Read/listen to Am..igQ, by Byrd Baylor.
Expressive Activity
(1) With a partner retell the story, each sharing one
of the points of view.
(2) With a partner write a parallel plot story.
During Author's Chair share it with the class.
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Fond Memory
Literature Experience
Read/listen to Roxaboxen, by Alice Mclerran, which
has a desert setting.
Expressive Activity
Interview an older person about a memory of a
childhood play experience and share the story with
the rest of the class.
Summary
Collaborative learning experiences, children and teachers
sharing common goals, support and energize each other as they
engage in the language processes.

A literature base

representative of the different genres and related expressive
activity extended into the content areas, offers many
opportunities for children to experience the functions of
language with their peers.

As a result, children can acquire

in-depth learning of content and thinking-language abilities as
well as personal-social abilities.
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